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Medical Publishing in Portugal in the First Half of the Seventeenth Century: 
A Good Business? 
 
 
The title of this chapter prompts a series of questions. Was there a distinctive medical 
book market, and if so what did it look like within the broader world of the book? Was it 
Portuguese, or might we better think in Iberian or even European terms? Was medical 
publishing a profitable activity? Let us attempt to address these issues, and explore the 
connections between producers and consumers (buyers, readers, censors) and how these 
relationships evolved over the course of the first half of the seventeenth century. 
 
The Portuguese Medical Book Market (1600–1650): A Question of Statistics 
There was a very significant increase in overall book production over the course of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.1 A simple glance at the figures for Portugal (Fig. 
1) indicates a rise in production from 1,537 items between 1500 and 1599 to 3,818 for the 
first half of the seventeenth century.2 
Nonetheless, there was no continuous or lineal evolution of the market. After an 
initial and clear increase, there was near stagnation. The highest and lowest levels of 
production can be observed within a very short period: 1638 saw the publication of 35 
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In terms of the medical book market, 39 works were published by twentytwo 
authors in the first half of the seventeenth century, or an average of one item every two 
years.3 The peak occured during the 1640s. In general terms, however, medical books 
remained a very small part of the overall market, equivalent to around 1.1 per cent of 
total output. 
We can also adjust these figures for population size: 
Portugal: 101 items were printed for the seventeenth century as a whole out of a 
population of 1.5 million = circa 0.6/10.000 inhabitants. Spain: 728 items were printed 
out of a population of 6.6 million = circa 1/10.000 inhabitants.4 
Britain and associated territories: 400 items were printed out of a population of 5.6 
million = circa 0.8/10.000 inhabitants.5 
Over the course of the seventeenth century, Portugal produced fewer medical books 
per capita than either Spain or the British Isles.6 Of course, what was printed in a given 
region can only tell us so much about levels of consumption. While there was no 
Portuguese production whatsoever of anatomical works in the seventeenth century, this 
does not mean that there was no interest in the subjet. There appears to have been a 
vibrant trade in imported books, including classical texts in Latin such as Galen, as well 
as more contemporary writers such as Mondini de Luzzi, Andreas Vesalius, Charles 
Estienne, Felix Platter, Guido Guidi, Jean Bauhin, and André Du Laurens.7 More rarely, 
vernacular translations, principally in Spanish and Italian, also circulated – not least 
Vesalius’ partly plagiarized Anatomia of Juan Valverde.8 One of the reasons Portuguese 
printers were so reluctant to engage directly in producing such works was the heavy 
investment required to produce illustratations. Illustrated Portuguese medical works are 
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incredibly rare. One example is contained in the treatise of Antonio da Cruz, where we 
can find an image of a zodiac-man (Fig. 4).9 Perhaps tellingly, this illustration was not 
reproduced in subsequent editions, but a copy does appear in the Thesouro de prudentes 
by Gaspar Cardoso Sequeira.10 It is not of anatomical use. The only other illustration of 
which I am aware is an un-Vesalian image of a man showing the vena cava and the liver 




Figure 4. Zodiac man. 
 
Patterns of publication 
 
Overall, however, there appears to have been very little enthusiasm amongst 
Portuguese publishers and printers for producing medical texts. For the seventeenth 
century as a whole, we know of 76 Portuguese authors active in writing medical 
literature. 28 of these authors remained unpublished.12 While there were 101 medical 
works printed in this century, we know of at least 78 unpublished manuscripts.13 
In terms of what was produced during the seventeenth century, Lisbon was the 
largest printing centre in Portugal, and more than 70 per cent of medical texts published 
in the country emerged from its presses. A further 22 per cent of medical items (8 items) 
were published in Coimbra. Other minor centres were also acrtive during the first half of 
the century: Évora, Braga and Vila Viçosa. Ostensibly, we might have expected a slightly 
higher figure for Coimbra, given that the country’s only Faculty of Medicine had been 
located there since 1536. This was not the case. A similar situation existed in Salamanca 
which published only 9 out of 728 medical editions printed in Spain. Printers in Coimbra 
and Salamanca appear not to have been overly interested in their repsective local 
academic markets. These were catered for largely through student handbooks circulated 
in manuscript form (« livros de letra de mão »), made by copiers – a practice that 
continued well into the twentieth century called sebentas. 
An examination of the typology of Portuguese medical texts is also revealing. 
Theoretical works on areas such as medical philosophy, or commentaries of classical 
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texts accounted for 23 per cent of the output, while practical texts on subjects such as 
surgery and diet constituted 77 per cent. Of the 39 items, 24 were originals (61,5 per 
cent) and 15 were reprints (38,5 per cent) (Fig. 5). In two decades, from 1610 to 1630, we 
can see that 7 original texts appeared, whereas there were 8 editions of republished work. 
Interestingly, there were no reprints of theoretical works – only works of practical 
medicine merited subsequent editions. Over the course of the first half of the seventeenth 
century, the names of two authors were pre-eminent: António da Cruz and Gonçalo 
Cabreira with four reprints each.14 Both were compilers, with the former reworking Guy 
de Chauliac (1298?−1368), while the latter was responsible for deftly weaving together 
extracts from the thirteenth-century Thesaurus Pauperum.15 
 
 
Figure 5 Original items and reprints. 
 
An examination of the language of the works is also revealing. If we look at all 
items, that is original works and reprints, 30,8 per cent were in Latin, 20,5 per cent in 
Spanish and 48,7 per cent in Portuguese.16 If we focus only on the original works (27), 
33,3 per cent were in Portuguese, 50 per cent in Latin and 16,7 per cent in Spanish. These 
figures tend to refute the general decline in Latin publication, a trend witnessed across 
Europe. But if we look beyond the number of items and look also at their size, Portuguese 
publishing overcomes the Latin one – 565 sheets (44,5 per cent of the total) were printed 
in Portuguese, and 443 sheets in Latin (35 per cent). The Spanish sheet count, in contrast, 
was around 225, that is a fifth of the total.17 Latin remained the language used for 
theoretical medicine texts, including the only in-folio printed in Portugal at the time.18 
Manuscript medical culture was somewhat different, with, for the period from 1601 to 
1700, some 65,8 per cent of known items in Latin, 30,4 per cent in Portuguese and 1 per 
cent in Spanish.19 
The number of Spanish medical texts was not simply a consequence of the political 
situation of Portugal, dominated since 1580 by the Spanish Crown. It was also the result 
of strong cultural influence. Within the medical world itself, there were established 
connections between Coimbra and Salamanca, as well as the presence of Spanish 
physicians at the Portuguese Court.20 Two Spanish medical authors were only ever 
printed in Portugal – António Viana and António de Castro.21 It is unlikely that their 
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works were printed in Portugual solely for export. 9 copies of Castro’s book can be found 
in Portuguese libraries, one in Madrid and London. In 1621, João da Costa, a surgeon of 
Lamego, far from any major urban centre, owned 13 books, 6 of which were medical 
texts.22 5 of those were in Spanish, including Ambrosio Nunes’s treatise of 1601. 
In short, the Portuguese medical book market was dominated largely by vernacular 
and practical medical texts, some of which were reprinted many times. As to the 
circulation of books, the question of print run is always difficult to answer.23 The 
statistics of existing copies might, however, offer us some indication of likely circulation 
patterns. 5 of the 39 editions (13 per cent) have no known surviving copy.24 For the rest, 
301 copies are known in 65 libraries (22 in Portugal) – 172 copies in Portugal, 48 in 
Spain and 40 elsewhere. Almost all editions have at least one copy in a Portuguese 
library.25 It would appear then that most books printed in Portugal were destined for the 
domestic market.26 Before 1650, Lisbon was already the dominant centre of Portuguese 
printing, responsible for at least three quarters of all production.27 The capital was not, 
however, well connected to international markets and to the wider academic public.28 
That is not to say, however, that Portuguese scholarship did not have some international 
reach. Take, for instance, Duarte Madeira Arrais. A chapter of his Latin work printed in 
1650 and entitled De arboris vitae paradisi qualitatibus, was translated into English and 
included in Roger Bacon’s The Cure of Old Age in 1683.29 Two other Portuguse authors 
were also well disseminated – Ambrosio Nunes and Fernão Cardoso.30 Both authors 
were late representatives of medical humanism, and wrote in Latin. 
Who were the buyers and the readers of medical books? Obviously, demand came 
first from those with a professional interest in this type of literature. We encounted one 
example earlier – Jerónimo da Costa, the surgeon from Lamego who owned six medical 
books, from a total of 13, two of which were printed in Portugal, while the other four 
were printed in Spain.31 In addition, institutions also sought out medical literature – not 
least hospitals, convents, and colleges. One of the most important Portuguese medical 
libraries was the botica of the monastery of Santa Cruz in Coimbra. The binding of a 




Figure 6 The binding of a copy of Cabreira. 
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The Portuguese Market within an Iberian Context 
 
From 1580 until 1640 was the period of the Dual Monarchy. The king of Spain was 
also ruler of Portugal.33 The statistics in the overall Portuguese book market showed 
extremes of production in the 1640s, a depression followed by a peak around 1641–1642 
– the recovery of independence. Politics may have had some influence in medical 
publication too. Authorship and individual strategies for publication are determined in 
part by events, and by physicians looking for protectors and charges in the new state.34 
As Ana Paula Megiani has observed, ‘few people read, the Inquisition is on watch, 
but books increase’.35 In the early 1600s, Tridentine procedures for the control of books 
and ideas, for their prohibition or expurgation, exerted their influence on the book 
market. Unlike in other parts of Europe, printing never became an instrument of 
controversial ideas in Portuguese society.36 
The Iberian book market as a whole was tightly dependent on the controlling 
system, from authors to readers. The biggest contribution to Portuguese medicine in the 
Renaissance came from migrants, mainly Sephardim, who preferred exile to forced 
conversion or conversos eager to relive the mosaic faith. The ‘Lusitani’ referred to by 
some local authors as ‘nostri’ came back home between the covers of printed books.37 
Manuel Brudo, Rodrigo de Castro, Estevão Rodrigues de Castro, Rodrigo da Fonseca, 
Felipe/Elijah Montalto, and others, belonged to the Portuguese medical diaspora. Amato 
Lusitano and Zacuto Lusitano, indexed in the expurgatories, circulated under hard control 
in Portugal.38 
In Portugal, authors and readers were constantly confronted with the presence of 
censorship. Printed books were rewritten and many reedited with a corrected text. 
Reading books in any field, whether in the sciences, law, theology, or humanities, was an 
activity that was strictly controlled. The Inquisition aimed to provide a safe reading 
environment, for a society ‘threatened by impurity’.39 Advising the reader, some censors 
wrote in Latin “tuto lege” (read safely) on the front-page of expurgated books. The 
impact of their activity should not be underplayed, for it affected intellectual activity 
radically. If not 100 per cent of books, then certainly the majority, were controlled and 
individual expression was strongly determined from above. The reader was constantly 
reminded of the danger through marks made within the books themselves. Dissuasive and 
intimidating means were a permanent dimension of inquisitorial censorship in early-
modern culture. Marquilhas has argued that the Inquisition adopted a weak policy on 
scientific publishing in Portugal.40 Given the overwhelming evidence of expurgation, 
this argument simply cannot hold. Focused on the indivudal as reader, it was highly 
effective in Portugal.41 
In what ways could the inquisitorial practices have affected the local market? In 
terms of medical books printed in Portugal in the first half of the seventeenth century, 
three titles by three authors were censored. Two of these authors were Portuguese, 
Gonçalo Cabreira and Gaspar Cardoso de Sequeira, while the other, Oliva Sabuco, was 
Spanish.42 As none of these authors was deemed heretical, they did enter the second 
class of the Lisbon Index in 1624.43 They could also be found in the Spanish Indices of 
1632 (Seville) and 1640 (Madrid).44 In Fig. 7, we can see parts of the copies of Sequeira 
which have been erased.45 Sabuco’s re-edition published in Braga (1622) was the 
expurgated version of the previous editions printed in Spain in 1587 and 1588.46 The 
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case of Cabreira’s treatise is more complex due to the expurgating process which likely 
begun at the time of the fourth impression of 1617, then dated 1624.47 Except for these 
three censored books, only two other medical works were not printed within the year of 
the first license. As shown in Fig. 8, with a total of 25 items (showing licensing data), 8 
exceeded one year, that is 32 per cent, of which two were subjected to expurgation 




Figure .7 Parts of copies of Sequeira which have been erased. 
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Figure 8 Licensing information. 
 
Clearly, then, at least for the period under discussion, Inquisitorial bureaucracy did 
not seem to slow down medical book production, nor significantly hamper editorial 
activity. The concentration of the printing industry in Lisbon, in close proximity to the 
key decision makers, may even have aided the efficieny of the process.48 Licensing 
procedure (which generally took a matter of months) did not paralyze printing, but, 
beyond extending the production time, it could prohibit the circulation of texts and 
control its contents.49 
In terms of the importation of suspect works, any survey of copies held in 
Portuguese library collections today, or indeed of historical catalogues, leads us to the 
conclusion that heterodox ideas from Northern Europe, like paracelsian and iatrochemical 
treatises, began to circulate significantly only from the very late seventeenth century 
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onwards.50 Before this point, any debate on these matters was very limited and 
references in Portuguese writings are scarce until the end of the seventeenth century.51 
Due to the system of control, such an innovative and productive discipline as chemical 
medicine, was almost entirely absent from the Portuguese market. 
An example of the depressed development of the Portuguese market is given, a 
fortiori, by Garcia de Orta’s Coloquios dos simples printed in Goa (India) in 1563, one of 
the rare places in the Portuguese ‘Empire’ – alongside Macau and Japan – where printing 
was authorized. Never printed in his native country before the nineteenth century, Orta’s 
extraordinary success was originally due to a Latin translation by Charles de l’Écluse 
(Clusius) published four years later in Antwerp. Mostly it was translations (in Latin, 
Spanish, French and Italian), printed outside of Portugal, which circulated. Portuguese 
libraries own six copies of the original and at least thirty copies of the translated versions. 
When then was there no edition printed in Portugal, perhaps with some revisions? The 
reason is straightforward. Orta’s daughter, Catarina, was condemned by the Goan 
Inquisition. Orta’s own cadaver was exumed and burnt in 1580. No actual links exist 
between the processes and the book. As a heretic, that is a Protestant, Clusius, the 
translator of the Antwerp edition of 1567 was listed in the Spanish Index of 1632. 
Except for a very few profitable texts, the Portuguese publishing world of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was not particularly interested in medicine. In fact, it 
represented just one per cent of total production. Many aspects of the circulation of 
medical works remain obscure, not least the extent to which such texts were imported 
from outwith the Peninsula. Some Portuguese authors certainly contributed, and in 
significant ways, to the advancement of medical understanding – not least Aleixo de 
Abreu on scurvy and Francisco Soares Feyo on yellow fever.52 However, in general, the 
picture is rather more bleak. Original editions of theoretical medicine tend to give way to 
practical medicine which were reprinted. This pattern can be linked directly to the decline 
of Renaissance humanism. New scientific breakthroughs, not least that represented by the 
new chemical school launched by Theophrastus Paracelsus (1493 or 1494–1541), 
remained almost unremarked upon in Portuguese medical literature until the very end of 
the seventeenth century. 
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